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Leadership is solving problems. The day
soldiers stop bringing you their problems is
the day you have stopped leading them.
They have either lost confidence that you can
help or concluded you do not care. Either
case is a failure of leadership
.

-COLIN POWELL

Team Leadership Session # 8
Giving Your Leadership Team the Structure It Needs to Work.

Research has shown that the quality of the team’s structure, more than any of the other six conditions, determines
which teams are outstanding and which ones are not. Let’s look again at the elements of team structure in more
detail.
1.

Team Tasks. Great senior leadership teams genuinely peform meaningful tasks…And here, by task we mean, a
concrete piece of work such as a decision to open up a new division within the organization, or an analysis as to
whether or not move to another office space because we are feeling cramped… maybe just a rearrangement of
the office layout is all that is necessary. Whatever, it is a concrete piece of work that is meaningful to the
organization as a whole.

Tasks can be complex, intellectually demanding, and meaningful, such as allocating resources for leadership
development within the organization
Avoid having simple tasks, undemanding, and trivial tasks. Members will soon feel that there is no need for a
team should this occur.
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2. Team Norms: The presence of clear norms of conduct – these shared expectations
about members behavior -- has a perhaps the largest impact about the members behavior as to
whether or not the leadership team is or was effective.
3. Team Size: Again, for those teams that must make collective decisions (as contrasted
to the information-sharing team) the smaller the team the better.
The research suggested that the biggest difference between outstanding teams and mediocre or
poor teams was the presence of clear norms of conduct within those outstanding teams.
Outstanding teams know precisely what is and what is not acceptable behavior in the team.
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The early life of the team offers a crucial opportunity to get it well structured as well as getting it
on a positive trajectory. This is the time the team needs you most -- to give it life -- as well as its
core structures needed to grow.
Avoid posting the same old agenda and allowing old habits to dictate what occurs in the team
interactions during meetings. .
When you do that the team becomes lost in their day-to-day minutiae of habitual work and
members then fail to collaborate well – both inside and outside the team meetings.
Even if you have a team of solid leaders, they will still need structure.
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Building a Solid Structure for Good Work
Bring together a small group of people for your team… the smallest you can -- for the work that needs to
be done .
Give them the tasks that they need to achieve the team’s purpose, and establish basic norms that will
govern how they will work together.
So what you will observe on a well structured team is simply good work and great team habits inside
and outside of team meetings.
There are times they will come together to share information, brief the CEO and coordinate with one
another.
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Giving Your Leadership Team the Structure It Needs (Cont’d)

They also tackle major issues and make important decisions as a team.
They act with autonomy and authority, not waiting for instruction and members are expected to take the
initiative and use their knowledge and judgment as a team.
They – the team – should participate in discussions outside their areas of expertise.
They do not defer to the team content-expert like the CFO on financial issues or COO on operational
matters -- nor do they become defensive of their own turf
Well-structured teams are future oriented rather than focused on the past, thus spending most of their
time attending to those issues, strategic or tactical, that are critical to the future of the organization.

Team Leadership Session # 8
Giving Your Leadership Team the Structure It Needs (Cont’d)

Much of the work of the team takes place outside of the venue of a formal meeting.
Meetings are important but when one observes an effective team, most of the heavy-lifting is
done between periodic meetings.
And finally, well-structured teams are continually assessing their own effectiveness.
Here the team members seek data and feedback from others, and look for signs of progress to
tell them how well they are doing.
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So how do you establish these patterns in your team? You must attend to the three core elements of
structure. (As we have reviewed before.)
Bring together your small but significant group of individuals to create your team. (Most of the
successful leadership teams have no more than 8 members.

However each member brings something unique to the team. These members are carefully selected,
not because of their title or status, but because of the value they add to realizing the team’s purpose.
Give them well-defined tasks. Ask your team to tackle the work that is core to the purpose. Members
need a short list of well-defined tasks that are critical and engage them to work on those tasks.
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Get constructive norms in place from the beginning. Establish a clearly defined set of norms of
conduct for your team that are critical for working together. Ask members to hold one another
accountable for maintaining these rules, and model and enforce them yourself.

Understand that those who cannot abide by them will have to be removed from the team by you.
Keep in mind that learning and continuous improvement are crucial in any organization and
leaders have to foster and promote learning in the organization.
This can be done by using such techniques as knowledge sharing, intelligence gathering,
experience and experimentation
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Beyond Boundaries

We have discussed having clear boundaries… what does that really mean?
It’s knowing who is on your team… and who is not. This is very essential for a senior leadership
team. And…

The most clearly bounded teams are also the small ones.
Team size affects how bounded teams are… but there is even more…
The bigger the team… the harder it is to establish and enforce the rules of engagement.
The bigger the team… the harder it is to create genuine team tasks….
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The bigger the teams, the harder it is to accommodate all the voices needed for a robust
discussion that great leadership teams MUST have as well as for the tough, critical decisions that
they must make.
So in the end….. Large under-bounded teams in effect, do very little beyond just sharing
information.
So what about large teams? If given a clear direction and shared norms, a large team can serve
to help develop important alignment for the organization.
Consider if you have a large group of leaders that have clear norms about how they are supposed
to operate… Including:
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Showing active support for the effort or purpose of the organization.
Responding to each other’s calls in a timely manner.
Speaking well of one another outside their face-to-face interactions…. The size of the team will still
matter.
Large teams are not as fluid in their interactions to make decisions on behalf of their organization;
A large team is generally designed and lead as an alignment team only.
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For decision-making teams, smaller teams are essential. And a challenge for the CEO if he/she
has a large team in making it smaller, is no one wants to be taken off the team…. no matter how
dysfunctional the team is.
So the question arises: How do I reduce the size of my team without alienating and losing the
very people needed to run the organization or complete the project?
It can be done, however, it takes considerable leadership skill to make it happen without distress
and alienation among former team member.
Consider the following steps when forced to address this issue.
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First… when launching a new initiative, use the opportunity to clarify the team’s purpose. This
allows you to remove some of the people on a team that may be too large.
You can do this as a signal to the others that because of this new initiative the purpose for the
team will have changed or be different.
Bringing together a new team, articulating a new purpose, re-establishing norms all allow for a
graceful exit for those no longer on the team.
You can also launch other leadership teams which would have different purposes.. For example,
form a team of functional leaders to align resources.. and maybe another to coordinate the
execution of major initiatives.
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Typically, those members who are not included in the smaller core decision-making team find
themselves at perhaps an alignment team….. or an operational team table.
And these teams generally meet face-to-face less frequently than the core group. However, it is
not uncommon for a member or two of the decision-making team to also serve on the alignment
or operational team as well.
The purposes of these teams are distinct in that they are positioned to be interlocking horizontal
teams rather than hierarchical teams.
Size is not the only aspect of a poorly structured team that can create trouble.
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Well designed team tasks and clear norms of conduct are also very important.
If a team has never been charged with significant tasks -- behavioral problems and attitudes often
appear that will have a significant impact on the performance of the team.
Often, accountabilities, instead of being expected of the team -- remain at the individual level
causing ineffective production, frustration, and a low impression of the team itself.
Those old habits that have been in place for years, continue to be the go-to practice of getting
things done.. along with the same mistakes and same delays.
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You should begin by refocusing the team on the work that is aligned with its purpose and then
continue to keep the team focused on those tasks.
Here, face-to-face meetings are perhaps the best way to refocus the team’s work because in that
setting, everyone is involved in the discussion. However, keep in mind that the best top teams
are not exclusively meeting oriented.
Expect that your team will work informally, individual-to-individual or in subgroups outside of a
formal team setting.
And when you are having a team meeting, it requires careful planning. We discussed this in an
earlier presentation, but it is worth repeating.
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On one hand, when we have executive teams meeting without careful planning, they usually slip into a
wide spectrum of inappropriate tasks that can lead to a great deal of discord filled with a lot of passiveaggressive antics and territorial battles where the weapons of choice is their executive power play.
At the other end of this spectrum we have the never-ending loops of mind-numbing, must-attend
meetings, at which members are beaten into boredom with an equally effective force--- the dreaded
slide presentations.
These descriptions may seem extreme… but they are not rare as the researchers found out.
Avoid selecting items for the team’s agenda through the thoughtless, habitual process of asking
everyone what they would like to discuss and then including every item on the list.
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A senior team’s task should be far more than a list of duties that can quickly be addressed and
then checked off.
They should be defined in the context of the team’s purpose and in the context of what it means
to be a leader on the team.
The tasks can be related to the team’s duties IF that is what the team needs to be doing.
To be an effective team, the work should be focused on key strategic and tactical issues that
affect the organization. On occasion this might even dip into the mundane, however, it should
focus on broader, more significant organizational issues that directly advance the team’s purpose.
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We have been through this before… but let’s review some of these points again.
No matter how brilliant and knowledgeable the team members are --- no matter how well mannered
they may be --- every team meeting needs an agenda. And…
Good team agendas are more than just an administrative checklist.
They are important for keeping the team on task.
They are the responsibility of the senior team and its members and not the leaders administrative
assistant.
As the leader, make a list and circulate it BEFORE the team meeting to have it in advance before for
revision if necessary.
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Again… a few points to follow…
1.

Make sure every item is meaningful – that is has real impact on the organization – and that it is
connected to the team purpose.

2.

Keep the agenda short. Because all the items will be meaningful and important so you will need
enough time to discuss each one thoroughly. That cannot be done if there are too many items on
the agenda.

3.

Define the outcomes you want from your team for each item. Do you want everyone at the table to
be better informed? Do you want members to discuss an important issue for future reflection? Do
you want them to make a team decision?

4.

Define the measures that will tell you and the members whether the team was successful.
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Start with the most important items first…
Start by directing your team’s attention and energy to the most significant issues on the agenda.
Give the team sufficient time for the healthy discussion these issues deserve.
Avoid living in the past… In so doing too much time would be spent examining, analyzing, and even
second-guessing recent decisions and results.
Place those past performance reviews at the end of the agenda (if time permits) unless there is
something relevant to the discussion for future action.
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Make sure your team is prepared to participate in the team meeting.. Not just there to occupy a
chair around the table.
If you have handouts, briefing papers or other printed materials they should be distributed well
before the meeting so that the members have the time to review the items and come prepared to
discuss the issues. Reading while sitting around the table is not a very meaningful task for a
senior team meeting.
Avoid slide presentation as a means for getting everyone up to speed..
Make sure your team members are prepared to actively listen to their peers and be prepared to
discuss any issues beyond their own individual areas.
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Challenge questionable tasks. Trivia and inappropriate tasks should not be included on the team’s
meeting agenda.
Much of what many senior leadership teams deal with could and should be delegated either to
individual team members or to others outside of the team.
Keep the large tasks large. One of the most common reasons that leadership teams wind up focusing
on small issues is because leaders and members alike tend to disaggregate the big tasks.
Rather than take on the largest tasks as a group, some CEOs break down those tasks into small pieces
and dole them out to the members. The thought being that this disaggregation will make the work more
meaningful. On the contrary, it sidesteps what should be the real work of the team.
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No matter how well you have defined your tasks, you will still need operating norms that specify what
members must always do as well as what they should never do.
Developing shared expectations about the team’s behavior makes it possible for a leadership team to
tackle large tasks effectively.
Like the list of team tasks… team norms should be clear, few in number and specific.
Keep in mind that team norms will form whether or not you take steps to put them in place. These
norms that arise naturally are often not helpful to the leadership team’s effectiveness.
And, as often happens, in the absence of explicit team agreements, each member assumes his/her
own code of conduct. Missing meetings as an example.
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The CEO is key in establishing team norms of conduct. Whatever behavior the leader tolerates
becomes part of the rules.
As with the core purpose and membership of your team, the CEO is ultimately responsible for
establishing the norms and for making sure that the members follow them.
Establishing the rules is an iterative process. Teams need to begin with the basic behavioral
guidelines such as “Don’t interrupt: everybody participates in the discussion; and put your cell
phone away.”
These initial norms can guide the team’s behavior in the early stages while the team purpose is
evolving.
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Once the CEO or team leader has settled on who stays on the team and who goes, it’s time to engage
members in conversation about what is expected of them, both inside and outside of the meetings.
One simple, but very important norm, for example, is that team members consult with one another on
shared accountabilities – not only in front of the rest of the team but also in the course of their daily
work.
During times of a global pandemic as we have now, or if the team is an international one, expect team
members to use teleconferencing, video conferencing or whatever other means it takes to collaborate.
Make sure that everyone understands key terms that are being used.
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Good norms are always the result of careful assessment of what is working and what is getting in the
way of the team’s performance.
They are established and refined through conscious decisions and hard collaborative work.
It is essential that you (the team leader) model the norms that you advocate for. Good leaders not only
model appropriate behavior, they actively foster it.
Even though team member’s input is critical, it is you, the team leader, who must initially coach and
correct team members if and when they get off track.
And although perhaps, feeling a bit uncomfortable, your public affirmation of your expectations will
make the norms a self-sustaining part of the team’s structure.

Team Leadership Session # 8
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The core elements of a solid team structure – keep it small, give the team meaningful team tasks,
establish norms of conduct – are acts that breathe life into a team and make it work. In summary let’s
highlight them again.
1.

Look for signs that the team is too large. Troubles in teams escalates fast as team size increases.

2.

Get meaningful tasks on the agenda, and tactical trivia off. The work that the senior leadership
teams is doing should be more important to the organization than any of its individual members.

3.

Establish and enforce healthy norms, and engage your team in refining them. Agree on some basic
norms for constructive meeting behavior and enforce them when you see members violate them.
Model them yourself.
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Revise your team’s structure with your team.. Crafting a solid team structure is never completely
finished.
We have discussed various aspects of team structure.. Deciding who’s on your team, identifying
tasks you will ask the members to do, establishing rules of engagement as if they were steps in a
linear process because creating and refining a team structure is an iterative process. Each aspect
of the team structure that you put in place will have to be revisited in response to other structural
changes you make.
The best senior leadership teams frequently refine their norms and reassess their shared tasks
frequently as their environments change and the team themselves mature.
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Leadership team members must have strengths in several areas in order to play their roles
successfully. They should possess:
Strategic thinking…. Proactive, shaping leadership…. Ability to navigate complexity and synthesize a
point of view in ambiguous contexts with many forces at work…. Ability to visualize multiple paths
forward for the whole organization and compare/evaluate these paths…. Integration of multiple points
of view to inform high-stakes decisions…. Capability to select and manage talent as the team leader
level: effectiveness as a manager of managers (note that at any given point in time, a member of the
leadership team might not actually be a manager of managers, but they should have this capacity….
Critical thinking about the variables important to assessing the likelihood of success of high-stakes
efforts – e.g. strategies, plans, individual capabilities, team dynamics… High standards and will hold
others accountable.

